The “old” in new media: Critical divide versus globalized identities  by Saljooghi, Azadeh
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877–0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.03.278
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 15 (2011) 1284–1286
WCES-2011
The “old” in new media: Critical divide versus globalized identities 
Azadeh Saljooghia *
aAmerican University in Dubai, P.O. Box 28282, Dubai, United Arab Emirates 
Abstract 
The move from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 technologies marks contemporary human relations regardless of geography, culture, and 
politics.  Nonetheless, the history and economics of this trend continues to mark similar divisions in people’s overall material 
wellbeing, in both the actual and virtual worlds.  The digital grid empowers online participation.  New forms of social time and 
social space are developed to challenge the split between time and space—the “timeless time” and “space of flows” (Castells, 
2000).  These are points of connection among people and simultaneously nods of disconnection among them.  Nowadays, most 
disciplines engage their practitioners through social networking and virtual tools, but do these also allow students to challenge the 
statuesque.  In order to initiate social and cultural change, the educators of the 21st century need to explore ways to democratize 
global identities beyond the use of weblogs, video-logs, and Facebook. 
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Introduction 
In critiquing the much-hyped film about social networking sites with a similar title, The Social Network (David 
Fincher, 2010), Zadie Smith (2010) refers to Web 1.0 as “1.0 person” and Web 2.0 as “2.0 people.”  These analogies 
summarize how the old versus new media have been categorized.  Particularly, Web 1.0 communication is read 
only, linear, and personal.  Where as, Web 2.0 communication is read and write, non-linear, collaborative, and 
participatory.  Smith (2010) nostalgically refreshes our mind of the time when emails were personal and written in 
correct English with full sentences, as oppose to more recent Internet interactions enabled through emoctions and 
broken English, written by mechanized personalities who repeat what has been circulating on networking sites.  
These are apt observations that leave out the essential problem that are promoted via various digital means, be it 
email, twit, or facebook.  Regardless of these observations, what stay the same between the linear and non-linear 
utilities of the World Wide Web (www) are the socioeconomic disparities among its users—people in general.   
Although the past gatekeepers of information cannot limit people surfing the net or their participation online, 
one’s socioeconomic status defines their access to the net and/or their level of engagement wit the Internet.  The 
reinforcement of social inequalities on the net is as old the “Mercedes divide,” a phrase used by Michael Powell, 
chair of the Federal Communication Commission (FCC).  In 1999, when “www” was still a novelty, he highlighted 
the chasm between the “haves” and “have-nots” by pointing out that similar to Mercedes Internet, too, is a luxury, 
thus  not  available  to  everyone.   As  such,  Powell  questions  the  utopian  agenda  of  the  Internet  set  forth  by  its  
predecessors and founders.  The founder of Whole Earth Catalogue (a counterculture catalogue published in 1968), 
Stewart Brand and Larry Brilliant founded WELL (Whole Earth Lectronic Link, 1985, 25-years old this year) as the 
first online community to cover diverse topics without the barriers set by disciplines, class, distance, and time.  
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Howard Rheingold (1999) coined the term “virtual community” based on this very first virtual world (cited on 
www.salon.com that acquired the WELL and runs it as a subscription service).   
The foundation of information revolution technologies was set in the last three decades of 20th century, based on 
a blend of military strategy, big science corporation, technological entrepreneurship, and countercultural innovation 
(Castells, 2000).  One of the historical events that Castells counts as the predecessor of Internet creation is the fear 
of Sputnik program (robotic spacecraft) during the cold war.  At that time, the socioeconomic disparities in the 
world were reshaped in the two camps of capitalism and communism.  While this is a simplistic view on the events 
of the cold war, initially the conflict between capitalism and communism reflected the discrepancies between the 
“haves” and “have-nots.”  The bottom line is that, consequently, social inequalities have translated into digital 
inequalities.  Although theoretically everything that is on the web is available to everyone, people’s socioeconomic 
status defines their access to the online world of information.  Similar to “information goods” that can be available 
to all, “material goods” too can theoretically be available to everyone.  However, this is not the case.   
“The term “digital divide” is originally equivocal, irreducibly plural, and constantly flexible. … It projects a 
binary structure. … deploy elements of technological determinism. … socioeconomic problems are reduced to 
technological issues” (Gunkel, 2004, p. 516).  Regardless of the era, information/digital versus industrial/analog, 
socioeconomic disparities define access to material or virtual goods or lack thereof.  This gap includes income 
rich/poor as well as information rich/poor in both rich and poor nations (Ganesh and Barber, 2009).  Through the 
study of content creation in the digital age, Hargittai and Walejko (2008) argue that “creative activity is related to 
similar factors as it was in previous times: a person’s socioeconomic status” (p. 252).  Some researchers of digital 
revolution are “techno-utopians”—those who celebrate access to digital technology,  “techno-dystopians” are those 
who do not believe it creates equal access (Harmon 1996 cited in Gunkel, 2003, p. 505).  Commonly, digital divide 
is defined as “the gap separating those individuals who have access to new forms of information technology from 
those who do not” (Gunkel, 2003, p. 499).  People’s access to information technologies are related to ethical and 
sociopolitical issues, more than ever before, underlying the globalized class-based modern world.  
Globalized divides 
Retrospectively, the cartographic object of “globe” (a fifteenth century invention) empowered the expansion of 
western colonialism around the world—“they [globe] were tools or signs which helped a small group of nations 
dominate oceans and continents” (During, 1998, p. 38).  Western civilization cannot be understood without the 
connection between colonialism and physical movement.  Today the technologies of physical movement are 
expanded to the virtual movement that is enabled by communication and information technologies (ICT).  Castell 
(2000) explores the new technologies through “space of flows” (above/below, in/out, center/periphery) and 
“timeless time” (timelessness/time-bound).  Although Mester (2009) believes that the concepts of “space,” time” 
and “self” are radically changed in the globalized world, he argues that these terms are not “the special terms of the 
globalization” (p. 131).  Particularly, markers of identities are slow to change.  Merchant (2006) uses the terms 
“anchored identity” (e.g., gender, race, age, social class) and “transient identity” (e.g., maturation, group affiliation) 
to distinguish between markers for one’s identities that are fixed versus changeable.  The former can be associated 
with the “real-world” and the latter with the “virtual-world.”   
Simon During (1998) argues that we cannot understand Western culture without an in-depth understanding of 
colonial expansion over time and space.  Since 16th century, Western civilizations, directly linked to colonialism, 
heavily relied on physical movement across lands of sand and oceans of water.  The technologies that liven 
industrial revolution and more recently information revolution also propelled socioeconomic regression.  Stuart Hall 
(1997) explains that one’s identity is only based on her/his color of skin; rather it is also based on historical, 
political, and cultural categories.  No longer, people’s identities are immediate, mainly based on the color of their 
skin or gender.  The complexities of the globalized world also silences specific experiences (Hall, 1997).  Although 
Hall’s argument is mainly in relation to the Blacks in Britain and Asian people, his argument is applicable to the 
majority of people who are marked as minorities around the world; meaning minority in terms socioeconomic power 
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and majority in terms of sheer numbers.  Hall explains that any identity is “always complexly composed, always 
historically constructed.  It is never in the same place but always positional” (p. 57).  The question of identity is 
important as it points “where a whole series of different developments in society and a set of related discourses 
intersect” (Hall, 1989, p. 19).   
Drawing from the discussions set forth by During about Western civilization and/or colonialism and Hall in 
regards to identity and/or identities, implicates how the relationship between particular and the universal plays out in 
the digital age of network economy and information society.  In general, early colonialism was centralized 
functioning through viceroyal.  On the contrary, nowadays it functions from all over the world, not only through 
actual movement of goods and people, but also through virtual means.  As such, Western colonialism has expanded 
beyond tangible elements.  This expansion is partially due to the possibilities of Web 2.0, for example social 
networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter.  Many view such tools as emancipatory, particularly with release of 
recent diplomatic cables by Wikileaks.  However, these tools also define how the students interact with one another 
and  their  surrounding  world  as  well  as  setting  precedents  to  particular  worldviews.   Those  who  have  access  to  
Internet and social networking tools are exposed to pressure from the establishment (corporate ruling class) and their 
peers to communicate via digital means.  In particular, the rules and regulations of engagement with Facebook—one 
of the most popular networking sites with active membership of the youth around the world much more who are 
more in population than many small countries—is set by people like Zuckerberg who believe in “uber-capitalist” 
experiments through the web, in an effort to reshape the globe and its population into consumers of corporate goods 
without any critical speculation let alone encouraging change (Hodgkinson, 2008).   
The goal is that this initial engagement with the topic of globalized identities in spite of Facebook, web-log, and 
video-log will start a critical discussion among educators who are interested in combining the complexities of theory 
and practice in order to develop their students—young souls who will run the future world—into critical thinkers 
and doers.  Students of today and the activists of the future who will create a world that is more fair and less divided.  
We are open to any suggestions and comments to expand this discussion beyond an academic paper given to the 
scholarly population.  
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